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Abstract

Two studies were conducted to examine the effects of specified teaching
strategies on vocabulary acquisition and reading comprehension. Two methods
were used to teach Grade 5 students to infer word meanings from context. The first
was based on regular methods that uccur within primary classrooms. The second
involved a detailed strategy that gave students a step-by-step guide to deriving word
meanings from context. Both groups were pretested and posttested with a
developed vocabulary acquisition test and the Progressive Achievement Test of
reading comprehension. A four-factor ANOVA with repeated measures was used to
test the hypotheses.

The first study showed no significant interaction, but indicated significant main
effects for ability and time on the vocabulary measure. The study was then
replicated with a more controlled treatment mode and experimental design. The
second study shdfw..ved a significant interaction for the Groups x Time interaction.
Examination of this result revealed that the strategy method was significantly better
than the regular method in improving reading comprehension over the period of the
treatment. Reading comprehension scores significantly improved, despite the fact
that the vocabulary acquisition scores did not significantly change over the same
period. These results indicate that strategy instruction may be a viable technique for

improving students' reading comprehension. However, further research is required



il

to investigate the nature of the link that exists between reading comprehension and

vocabulary acquisition.
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CHAPTER ONE

Introduction

Recent developments in research into reading have highlighted the
importance of reading proficiency for personal development and competency in a
wide range of subject domains (Pinnell, Lyons, DeFord, Bryk & Seltzer, 1994,
Holdaway, 1982). The primary school has been identified as the foundation for
reading development because the early years of education set the pattern for later
learning. Without the ability to read, academic achievement in high school and
beyond can be severely restricted. There is, however, another reason for raising
literacy levels apart from the obvious benefits to the individual. The economic future
of our country depends largely upon the skill levels of our population and their
capacity to compete productively within the world economy. Competitive strength
depends, in farge part, upon competence in basic literacy (Anderson, Hiebert, Scott,
& Wilkinson, 1985).

As literacy is crucial to both individual competence and econoric
productivity, researchers have attempted to identify the most effective methods of
reading instruction. Reading depends on a sophisticated system of skills,
understandings and attitudes. Most authorities recognise two phases in the reading
process. The individual is required at one level to recognise and decode the printed
pattern. However, this is not an end in itself. The overall purpose of reading is to

identify the meaning of text by comprehending what is decoded (Adams, 1990).



Vocabulary knowledge has been identified as an important factor in the
comprehensinn of print, Ongoing research is needed to ciarify the role vocabulary
plays and to identify the most effective methods for promoting vocabulary
acquisition.

Research into vocabulary instruction is significant for a number of reasons.
First, vocabulary knowledge is "highly predictive if not determinative of one's level of
reading comprehension” {Sternberg, 1987, p. 130). It seems likely that methods of
instruction that increase the acquisition of vocabulary are also likely to increase
levels of reading comprehension. Secondly, vocabulary knowledge is strongly
related to school success because instruction is composed of descriptions,
explanations, demonstrations and definitions that assume an increasingly
sophisticated receptive vocabulary (Jenkins, Matlock & Slocum, 1989). It has been
argued, therefore, that effective vocabulary instruction will result in a likely increase
in an individual's level of reading comprehenston and success in other subject
domains. The aim of the present study is to test the validity of these arguments.

Statement of the Problem

The current study focused upbn comparing tvvo methods of vocabulary
instruction. Correlations between gender, reading ability, vocabulary acquisition and
reading comprehension were also explored. These variables are represented within
the conceptual framework {Figure 1.1). The framework provides a simplified context
for the acquisition of vocabulary. It does not involve all the factors that are

predictors or causal factors influencing vocabulary acquisition and reading



comprehension. The model includes only the independent and dependent variables
relevant to the present study. Other variables may affect vocabulary acquisition and
reading comprehension, however, these are not a concern in the present study.

The first factor in the framework is the instructional variables. Vocabulary
instruction can first be grouped into two major categories: specific instruction and
generative instruction. Specific vocabulary instruction or learning words in isolation
from written context involves the teaching of word meanings one at a time. That is,
each word meaning is learned separately and it is presumed that the knowledge of
one meaning does not assist in learning other word meahings. Generative
vocabulary instruction involves the teaching of word parts, rules or strategies to
access a large corpus of word meanings. The learner is provided with a skill that
can be applied to many word meanings. Although specific instruction has been
shown to be very effective (e.g., Levin, Pressley, McCormick, Miller & Shriberg,
1979), generative approaches are more convenient to the learner, can be used
automatically and do not require prior knowledge of word meanings (Sternberg,
1987).

Generative vocabulary instruction was utilised within the present study. The
method employed is referred to as contextual instruction. Contextual instruction
involves teaching students to derive the meanings of words embedded in text by
using the clues in the text as a guide. The contextual method is the most widely

researched form of generative vocabulary instruction. It is assumed, by defauit, to



FIGURE 1.
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be the explanation for the rapid growth in a child’s vocabulary throughout primary
schooling (Nagy & Herman, 1985). That is, researchers assume that incidental
vocabulary acquisition, vocabulary acquired in the absence of intent to learn or
instruction to that effect (Reber, 1985), will most likely resuit in vocabutary growth
because nobody can ascertain an alternative way that students could [earn such a
large number of words. Therefore, learning vocabulary from context is the most
plausible explanation for the doubling in a student's vocabulary between Grades 3
and 7 {Jenkins & Dixon, 1983; Nagy & Herman, 1985).

Contextual strategies are typically acquired through exposure to iiterature.
Students develop strategies which allow them to derive word meanings, or
comprehend text without the knowledge of individual words. Poor readers and
comprehenders usually fail to acquire these strategies through exposure to
literature and consequently require explicit instruction for their development
(Carnine, Kameenui & Coyle, 1984). That is, they need to be taught strategies to
become skilled at deriving word meanings from context.

Within the current study two contextual vocabulary methods were compared.
These vocabulary methods, regular and strategy instruction, formed the central
independent variable of the study. Strategy instruction (S} utilised the SCANR
strategy to teach vocabulary acquisition from context. A strategy was defined as “an
established or systematic order for performing or conducting an operation” (Good,
1973, p. 363). The SCANR strategy consisted of a series of steps to derive the

meaning of an unknown word within a passage. It involved the substitution of a word



or expression for an unknown word, a check on the context for clues that supported
the idea, a raquest to check that a substitution fitted all context clues, establishment
of whether a new idea was needed and revision of the new idea to fit the context
(Jenkins, Matiock & Slocum, 1989). The strategy instruction was aimed at those
students unable to devise the appropriate strategies to derive word meanings from
context.

Regtiar instruction (R} informed the students of their task without providing
them with a detailed procedure/strategy to derive word meanings from context. The
regular group students were required to find the meanings of the nonsense words
by deciding which one made sense within the passage. This type of instruction was
assumed to cater only for those students able to create their own strategies to
derive word meanings from context because a step-by-step procedure was not
presented.

The second factor in the conceptual model is the learner variables. The
learner variables, also independent variables, relevant to this study are the gender
of the students and their reading ability. Gender differences between students were
compared to ascertain whether one gender was more able at reading
comprehension and vocabulary tasks than the other. Differences found in previous
research have been accounted for by social factors, differences in the teaching
style delivered to boys and girls, different expectations for boys and girls in reading

achievement or gender biases within the reading instruction literature (Drane, Halpin,



Halpin, vonEschenbach & Worden, 1989). Reading ability within the study was
assessed by a reading comprehension test and a vocabulary acquisition test.

Above average readers were defined as those students whose pretest
scores were greater than the median score for their instructional group. Below
average readers were defined as individuals with test scores iower score than the
median score for their instructional group. Ability differences were examined to see
whether students with different levels of reading skill benefited from regular and
strategy vocabulary instruction to the same extent.

The final independent variable within the conceptual framework was time.
Time was defined as the two testing periods during the study: the pretest and
posttest situation. This variable allowed for comparisons to be made as to the
effectiveness of the regular and strategy instruction.

The instructional variables and learner variables both influence the acquisition
of vocabulary independently of one another, or interact over time to influence the
nature of the vocabuiary acquisition that takes place. For the purpose of this study
vocabulary acquisition was defined as the number of synthetic (nonsense} word
meanings correctly identified within the Vocabulary Acquisition (VOCAC) Test.
Vocabulary acquisition was the primary dependent variable within the investigation.

The final component of the framewnrk, and the secondary dependant
variable within the study, is reading comprehension. The instructional variables and
the learner variables affect vocabulary acquisition over time. Reading

comprehension is affected by increases in vocabulary acquisition. That is,



improvements in vocabulary acquisition should result in improvements in reading
comprehension. Previous research has revealed a high correlation between
vocabulary acquisition and reading comprehension (Graves, 1986; Sternberg,
1987). Since vocabulary knowledge is a prerequisite skill for reading
comprehension, it was assumed that vocabulary acquisition affects reading
comprehension, rather than the reverse. However, the current study does not
preclude the possibility that reverse effects may occur. That is, reading
comprehension may affect vocabulary acquisition. Within this study reading
comprehension was defined as the scores as measured by the PAT Reading
Comprehension Test.

The link between vocabulary acquisition and reading comprehension was
investigated with respect to Grade 5 students. This grade level was chosen for two
reasons. First, in order to comprehend text students must be able to decode text.
Reading theorists postulate that students from Grade 4 change their emphasis from
de.tl:oding text to comprehending text. If this is the case, Grade 5 students shomd be
at an adequate level of decoding to attend to comprehendging text. Secondly,
according to the literature rapid vocabulary growth occurs between Grades 3 and 7
{Graves, 1986). The teaching of a stratagy to Grade 5 students was intended to
maximise this process.

The present study differs from those previously undertaken as these
particular independent variables have not previously been investigated together.

Several studies have investigated the effects of instruction upon learning vocabulary



from context {Carnine, Kameenui & Coyle, 1984; Jenkins, Matlock & Slocum, 1989),
the effects of strategy instruction upon good and poor readers (Hansen & Pearson,
1983; Short & Ryan; 1984) and the differences between boys and girls in reading
achievement {Asher & Markell, 1974; Rivera, 1983). However, no single study has
researched these variables together. Therefore, the present study is important
because it is likely to identify interactions between the variables that have not been
identified in previous vocabulary or reading comprehension research.
Overall, the main purpose of this study was to identify how each type of

vocabulary instruction affects vocabulary acquisition from context and reading
| comprehension. Comparisons were made between the two instructional groups,
students with disparate levels of reading skill and the reading achievement of boys
and girls. In particular, a treatment interaction for instructional group x time was
focussed upon as evidence to support the conceptual model. Beyond this, the study
attempted to ascertain whether interactions exist between any or all of the variables
in an attempt to produce mure effective vocabulary instruction and, therefore,
increase the reading comprehension achievement of students within and beyond

primary school.
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CHAPTER TWO

Review of Literature

Previous research findings have identified vocabulary knowledge as a
significant correlate of reading comprehension ability. Further, a wide array of
experimental studies have demonstrated that subjects taught vocabulary tend to do
somewhat better than control subjects on reading comprehension measures. Both
of these sets of research findings suggest that vocabulary knowledge may be a
critical precursor of competence in reading comprehension.

The current study investigated the usefulness of a particular strategy for
teaching vocabulary, and its effects upon reading comprehension and vocabulary
acquisition. Below average and above average readers of both genders were
compared 'within the context of experimental and contro! conditions. The literature
relevant to this study includes investigations about good and poor readers, the
acquisition of vocabulary from context and the differences that exist between boys
and girls with regard to reading achievement.

Good and Poor Readers and Strategy Instruction

Good readers typically employ strategies such as predicting,
self-questioning, rephrasing and clarifying information, seeking relationships among
ideas, deriving unfamiliar word meanings from context and summarising in their
search to construct meaning and make sense of written text {(Palinscar & Brown,

1988). Poor readers, on the other hand, typically lack ki/ywiedge about the
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purposes of reading, fail to assess the suitability of chosen strategies, do not apply
strategies instinctively and are inflexible in applying chosen strategies {Bransford,
Shelton, Stein & Owings, 1980; Brown & Smiley, 1978; Canney & Winograd, 1980;
Markman, 1979; Paris & Myers, 1981; Pearson, Hans_en & Gordon, 1979; Ryan,
1981; Smiley, Ozkley, Worthen, Campione & Brown, 1977). These findings suggest
that poor readers probably require explicit instruction and practice in utilising
reading comprehension strategies.

Research refated to good and poor readers has often involved some forms
of strategy instruction {e.g., Cohen, 1983; Hansen & Pearson, 1983; Short & Ryan,
1984). Interventions have concentrated upon teaching those strategies utilised by
good readers, and examined the effect of this focused teaching upon good and
poor readers' comprehension. The following review summarises nine such studies
that encompass four different approaches to reading strategy instruction.
Investigations utilising question-generation strategies are discussed first, followed by
studies that employed inference, story mapping and reciprocal teaching strategies.

Cohen (1983} investigated the effects of teaching a question-generation
strategy upon the reading comprehension of Grade 3 students, Forty-eight students
were selected, all scoring less than 85% on a question-generation test, and these
students were randomly assigned to the experimental or control conditions.
Experimental group students received 10 sessions of instruction, each of 15 to 20
minutes in duration. Teacher modeling of the strategy and student practice

occurred during the first six sessions, while the last four sessions involved
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independent use of the strategy by the students. Sessions took place in small
groups at the back of the classroom, while control group students continued with
their regular language instruction. All students completed a question-generation test
and the Developmental Reading Test as a posttest. Results showed that the
experimental group performed significantly better on the question-generation and
reading comprehension measures than the control group. The experimental group
also improved significantly from the pretest to the posttest on both measures.
These results suggest that question-generation instruction can increase poor
readers' ability to generate questions whilst reading. At the same time, the strategy
not only improved question-generation, but also the students' abilities to analyse and
retrieve important information from text.

Similar findings were reported when Short and Ryan (1984) investigated the
effects of teachirs a question-generation strategy. Fifty-six Grade 4 boys were
selected to participate in the study, and the sample included 14 skilled and 42 less
skilled readers. Seven sessions were scheduled, with skilled readers participating in
the pretest and posttest sessions only. Less skilled readers received one of three
types of training-strategy, attribution or both, while the skilled readers served as the
control group. Strategy group students generated who, what where, and when
questions about the passages read, and then underlined the appropriate passage
information to answer these questions. In the attribution condition the teacher
encouraged the students to enjoy the activities and to try their best. The teacher

also praised the students when they made appropriate progress. Students were
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posttested using the Stanford Diagnostic Reading Test. Results indicated that
strategy training was superior in its effects when compared with attribution training,
and that both treatments together did not differentially enhance performance. Lastly,
less skilled readers who received the strategy training were, by the end of the study,
performing at a leve! equal to that of the skilled readers. Poor readers improved
their reading comprehension skills through the strategy training, a finding supported
by Cohen (1983). It appeared to provide them with an organisational framework
within which to encode, integrate and structure the story information (Stein & Glenn,
1879).

Inference training delivered to good and poor readers has produced positive
results for poor readers {Hansen & Pearson, 1983). Forty Grade 4 students were
selected to participate in this study, and then randomly assigned to the experimental
or control groups. Both groups followed a basal reading programme for 10 weeks,
but the experimental group also received instruction in drawing inferences from text.
Students read two basal reading passages and answered literal and inferential
que<tions in the posttest. Although no significant differences were found between
the treatments, poor readers improved their level of reading comprehension and
their ability to draw inferences from text. Good readers dic not improve on either
measure. These findings support the argument that reading strategies may be
acquired independently by good readers. Poor readers, however, may be unable to
discover the strategies without assistance and, therefore, require explicit instruction

to learn such detailed strategies.
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In contrast, Dewitz, Carr and Patberg (1987) found that inference fraining did
not produce disparate levels of competence in different ability groups. The study
included 101 Grade 5 students. They were randomly assigned to one of four
treatments, receiving training for eight weeks. The treatments were labelled cloze,
structured overview, cloze/structured overview and control. The experimenter in the
cloze treatment condition taught' students to integrate background knowledge and
text information in order to generate inferences from text. Students were also
taught to self-monitor their answers. Within the structured overview treatment
students were taught to hierarchically organise passages of text. In this treatment
inferential questions were included, but not emphasised. Controi group students
read and discussed the same passages as the other students. Resuits indicated that
treatments which included the cloze procedure were significantly more effective
than the other treatments. All ability groups benefited equally from the cloze
treatment, with low ability readers in that treatment exceeding the scores of the fow
ability students in the control treatment. These findings indicate that low and high
ability readers in this context benefited equally from strategy instruction. Unlike the
Hansen et al {1983) study, inference training proved to be highly effective in
improving the literal and inferential comprehension of students. This study also
reveals that comprehension skills can be taught and transferred to unfamiliar text.

Idol {1985) investigated the effects of teaching a story mapping strategy
upon Grade 3 and 4 students’ reading comprehension. Twenty-seven students

participated in the study, with 11 students included in each of the strategy groups.
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Five students with learning disabilities and low reading achievement were within the
strategy group, while the remaining five students served as a control group. A
muitiple baseline design was implemented across the two groups, extending the
baseline for the second group. The five phases included in the intervention were
baseline, intervention/model, intervention/lead, intervention/test and maintenance
periods. In the baseline and maintenance phases the teacher gave a general
explanation of the ten questions to be answered from each story. The students then
read each story silently and answered the related comprehension questions. in the
intervention/model phase the baseline conditions continued, except that students
completed a story map with teacher assistance. The intervention/tead phase
required that the students complete the story map independently and report their
answers to the group. In the intervention/test phase the students wers no longer
required to report and discuss their answers. The measures used within the study
were the nercentage of correct answers on each story question set, a
curriculum-based measurement, the Nelson Reading Skills Test and a series of
listening comprehension tests.

Results from the study indicated that the experimental group significantly
improved on all measures, with the scores of the learning disabled and low
achieving students improving significantly more than the scores of the other
strategy students. Additionally, the progress of the normatly achieving students was
not impzded by the inclusion of the lower achieving students within the sessions.

Again, these results suggest that poor readers can be taught to improve their
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reading comprehension through strategy instruction. A countervailing notion that
other students within the class are disadvantaged when low achieving students are
given such instruction was not supported.

The thrust of these outcomes was subsequently supported by the findings of
Idol and Croll (1985), who investigated the effects of story mapping procedures
upon the reading comprehension of poor readers. A muitiple baseline design was
used upon five intermediate primary students with mild learning handicaps and poor
comprehension. During the baseline condition students read a story segment orally
for 20 minutes. They were then tape-recorded while retelling the story from memory
and asked comprehension questions related to the story. The intervention condition
involved teaching students about story maps, and when reading, stopping the
students where information pertained to the story map components. The teacher
then modelled how to find each component, either literal or inferential. After
completing the story map the students retoid the story and were asked the
comprehension questions, as during the baseline phase. The dependent measures
were the percentage of correct responses to the ten comprehension gquestions, the
length of story retell, quality of reteil, performance on the Stanford Diagnostic
Reading Test and Nelson Reading Test, and a score on a listening comprehension
measure. Results indicated that on most measures all five students improved. Four
of the students increased in reading comprehension and in tendency to look for
story map components when reading. The implications of this work and that of Idol

(1985) are that poor comprehenders may need very precise and direct
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comprehension instruction in order to improve their levels of reading
comprehension.

Reciprocal teaching has been evaluated with respect to good and poor
readers' comprehension {Gilroy & Moore, 1988). Twenty-eight girls, aged 9 to 13
were selected for the study as a result of their scores on the Progressive
Achievement Test and the Burt Word Reading Test. Ten students were placed in the
experimental group due to a deficit in their reading comprehension skills. Nine
students whose scores were between the 45th and 65th percentile were placed in
the average comparison group. The remaining nine students, whose scores were
above the 85th percentile on the reading comprehension test, were placed in the
above average comparison group. A multiple baseline design was used across the
groups with all students in the experimental group exposed to baseline, intervention,
maintenance and follow-up conditions. During the baseline sessions the students
read an assessment text silently and then completed a ten-question comprehension
test from memory. Sessions were 45 to 50 minutes in duration and the number of
baseline days ranged from four to six. In the intervention, students were taught to
summarise, question, clarify and predict information from text. These 21 sessions
were 20 to 25 minutes in length. The maintenance and follow-up phases were
iden';:ical to the baseline phase and occurred three and eight weeks after the
completion of the study. Comparison group students were required to read the
assessment texts and answer the related questions as a homework exercise.

Results indicated that the experimental group increased in their comprehension after
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13 to 15 days of instruction, continued to improve during maintenance, and further
increases in comprehension were evident during the follow-up phase. Additionally, by
the follow-up phase the experimental group was at the same levei of comprehension
as the comparison groups. These findings indicate that reciprocal teaching may be
a viable method for improving and maintaining the reading comprehension of poor
readers, and that reciprocal teaching can be used effectively with upper elementary
students as well as junior high school students.

Lysynchuk, Pressley and Vye {1990) also found that reciprocal teaching
strategies increased the comprehension of poor readers. Seventy-two Grade 4 and
Grade 7 students participated in the study. Students with scores below the fiftieth
percentile on the Metropolitan Reading Test and Gates-MacGinitie Reading Test were
included in the study. Experimental group students were taught reciprocal teaching
strategies in groups of two to five over 13 days. Each session included a training
passage and an assessment. The first four sessions involved the modelling of the
strategies by the teacher, with teacher assistance gradually withdrawn so that by
the thirteenth session students were able to empioy the strategies independently.
Control group students also met in small groups for 13 sessions. They read the
training passages and received daily assessments, but were not taught the strategy.
Experimental group students performed significantly better than those students in
the control group on a standardised reading comprehension measure. These data
support the findings of Gilroy et al {1988), and indicate that middle primary students

also appear to benefit from reciprocal teaching.
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Taylor and Frye (1992) found no significant differences in reading
achievement when reciprocal teaching, comprehension monitoring, independent
self-questioning and summarising strategies were implemented. One hundred and
fity average and above average Grade 6 students participated in the study. For the
first 11 sessions the experimental group were taught to monitor their
comprehension and ufifise various strategies when they experienced comprehencion
difficulties. These strategies included using context clues or a dictionary to work out
the meaning of an unknown word, asking a question about a confusing idea and
rereading text. Five sessions followed on reciprocal teaching in which students were
taught to question, summarise, clarify and predict information within a passage of
text. In the final four sessions students were required to use self-questioning
strategies when reading and summarise three to four page passages of text.
Control group students received regular reading instruction from a developmental
basal reading programme. Sessions lasted 30 to 45 minutes. No significant
differences were found between average and above average students, or
experimental and control group students in their ability to generate their own
questions, and to answer questions refated to a specific text. On the basis of these
results, reciprocal teaching may be most effective when taught in isolation of other
reading skills. However, the non-significant results within the study may also be due
to the fact that unskilled comprehenders, who seem to benefit most from strategy

instruction, were not included in the study.
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Overali, research into the effects of strategy instruction upon good and poor
readers indicates that poor readers usually benefit more than good readers from
this type of instructional approach. The findings reviewed here suggest that good
readers are already able to apply reading comprehension strategies to
problem-solving situations. Poor readers, on the other hand, lack knowledge of
these strategies and rarely apply them in a meaningful context, Consequently,
intensive strategy instruction is more likely to improve the comprehension of poor
readers. The educational implications of these findings are that strategy instruction
may be of particular benefit within remedial programmes. However, little of the
research to date has been carried out on the effects of such treatments upon class
groups of z0 to 32 students. In particular, if teachers are required to cater for a
range of reading abilities within the regular classroom, research is needed on the
magnitude of effects of strategy instruction upon class groups of normal size.

Vocabulary Acquisition from_Contex

Many research studies have investigated whether incidental learning from
context does occur, and compared incidental acquisition from context with other
methods of vocabulary instruction. Learning vocabulary from context is focused
upon because the growth in students' vocabularies during primary school is
assumed to be due to learning from context,

The foliowing review includes some of the literature related to incidental
acquisition of vocabulary from context. Studies investigating whether incidental

vocabulary learning does occur are discussed first, followed by those studies
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comparing other vocabulary methods with learning from context. Finally, studies
employing instruction to aid the acquisition of vocabulary from context are
discussed.

Jenkins, Stein and Wysocki (1984) investigated whether Grade 5 students
are able to acquire vocabulary incidentally from context. Eighteen target words were
selected, assumed to be low frequency words for Grade 5 students. For each word,
10 paragraphs were written, approximately four to six sentences in length. Students
were randomly assigned to conditions receiving zero, two, six or 10 exposures to
each word. Posttest measures inciuded three vocabulary tests and a reading
comprehension test. The vocabulary tests involved writing a definition for the target
words, selecting a definition from a number of choices and completing sentences
which required a knowledge. of each word's meaning. Resuits indicated that the
more frequent the exposure to each word, the greater the effect upon vocabulary
acquisition, but that more than two exposures were required to increase vocabulary
acquisition. Reading comprehension results showed that the 10 exposures were
needed to yield a significant improvement in reading comprehension. These results
suggest that first, students can acquire vocabulary incidentally from context, but
that they require more than one exposure to each word. Secondly, in order to
increase reading comprehension, students require frequent exposures to target
words. Finally, these data support the argument that incidental vocabulary learning

may be the cause of primary school students' rapid vocabulary growth.



22

These findings were subseguentiy supported when Grade 8 students’
incidental acquisition of vocabulary was investigated (Nagy, Herman & Anderson,
1985). Natural texts were employed as opposed to the constructed texts utilised by
Jenkins et al (1984). Natural texts are "sentences written to communicate ideas, not
to teach words meanings specifically” (Herman & Dole, 1988, p. 43). Seventy
average and above average students were selected for the study as identified by
the Gates-MacGinitie Reading Test. Students were randomly assigned to read
narrative or expository text passages, each of which contained the fifteen target
words. After reading one of the texts, students completed a test, indicating whether
they remembered viewing the target words within the passages. Following this test,
students were randomly assigned to interviewers who scored their knowledge of the
target words. Interrater reliability was above 0.7 for each score given. Results
confirmed that learning from context does take place, with narrative and expository
texts showing no significant differences in assisting learning from context. This
study supports Jenkins et al (1984) findings that students are able to acquire
vocabulary incidentally from context. However, this study differed from many others
in this area in that only one exposure to each target word yielded improvements in
vocabulary acquisition. As with the Jenkins et al (1984) study these findings imply
that incidental learning may account for primary school students' vocabulary growth.

Another American study revealed that students are able to acquire
vocabulary incidentally when reading natural texts (Nagy, Anderson & Herman,

1987). Subjects were 352 Grade 3, 5 and 7 students. Students read two expository
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or two narrative passages taken from grade level textbooks. The most difficuit
words within each text were selected as the target words. The number of target
words ranged from 66 to 78 dependent upon the grade level of the students, with
each target word appearing only once within the texts. In the posttest, students
completed a muitiple-choice vocabulary test aimed at assessing their knowledge of
the target words. Posttest results indicated that small but significant gains in
vocabulary occurred as a result of reading the passages. As with their previous
study, one exposure to each target word resulted in reliable gains in vocabulary.
Therefore, more rasearch is required on the number of exposures necessary to
cause significant gains in vocabulary knowledge. Secondly, the implication of these
studies is that incidental acquisition may well account for a large proportion of the
gains in vocabulary knowledge during primary schooling. if this is the case, it may
well be that less time should be spent in direct teaching of vocabulary and more
time allocated for students to acquire vocabulary through silent reading activities.

Gipe (1974) conducted one of the earliest studies comparing methods of
vocabulary instruction with the incidental acquisition of vocabulary from context.
Subjects were 221 Grade 3 and 5 students. Within each year level, intact classes
were randomly assigned to one of four methods labelled as association, category,
context or dictionary support procedures. The association method involved the
pairing of the target word with a familiar synonym, followed by the memorisation of
the pair of words. The category method required the subjects to add their own

words to list words that fitted a general category. The lists provided contained one



24

target word and three familiar words. Students studied the lists and then
recategorised the words when given them in random order. The context method
utilised the target words in a three sentence passage, where the target word was
featured in each sentence. Other vocabulary used within the passages was familiar
to the students. After reading the passages, students were required to answer a
question using a word or phrase from their personal experience. This question
aimed to help the students clarify each word's meaning. In the dictionary method
students located and wroté each word's definition, as well as writing the word in a
sentence. Ninety-six target words were selected, and randomly assigned to sets of
12 for each week of instruction. Students received three 15-minute sessions each
week for eight weeks. Results showed that the context method was significantly
more effective than the other methods for both grade levels. Comparisons between
good and poor readers indicated that the context method was beneficial for both
groups, and that good readers performed significantly better than poor readers.
These results suggest that, provided methods of vocabulary instruction introduce
new woids in a contextual setting that is familiar to students, gains in vocabulary
may occur across age and ability groups. This implies that compared with all other
methods, the most effective vocabulary instruction involves associating word
meanings with students’ prior knowledge and experiences.

A context method was significantly less effective in assisting the acquisition
of vocabulary when compared with a dictionary and teacher interaction method

(Eeds & Cockrum, 1985). Seventy-one Grade 5 students were selected to
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participate in the study, and randomly assigned to one of the three treatment
conditions. All groups read the chapter for the day, received a specified treatment,
and then worked on the unit activities. In the teacher interaction group students
wrote each target word, used the word in a sentence, gave examples anid
non-examples of the word using previous experiences, and then wrote the word's
definition. The dictionary group looked up the target words in the dictionary and read
the definitions, copying the definition they found most appropriate. The context
group participated in a teacherled discussion about the chapter. Students received
10 sessions, all one hour in duration. Resuits indicated that the interaction condition
was significantly more effective than the other conditions, particularly for low
performing students. Low performing students within the interaction group achieved
higher scores than the high performing students within the other two conditions.
These results support Gipe (1974), as the method involving the activation of
students' personal experiences and prior knowledge was shown to be the most
effective. Although the method was labelled differently, this common element may
be crucial to teaching vocabulary effectively.

Schatz and Baldwin (1986) compared the incidental acquisition of vocabulary
from context with a no-context condition in three separate studies. In each of the
first two experiments approximately 90 students were randomly assigned to
complete either the context or no-context tests. The words-incontext test included
25 passages, with the target words appearing once within each passage. This was

followed by a question about the meaning of the target word. In one experiment

N
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these questions were multiple<choice, in the other students were reguired to write
their own definition. The words-n-isolation test contained the same questions without
the passage pr‘eceding each question. Results indicated no significant difference
between each group's scores, suggesting that students could not or chose not to
use context to infer word meanings. In the remaining experiment, 39 Grade 11
students were assigned to the same conditions, however the context condition also
included passages from four different content areas: history texts, science texts,
newspapers and magazines. Again, no significant differences were found between
the groups' test scores, but history texts elicited more correct responses to word
meanings. All three studies indicated that context clues do not necessarily assist
students to derive word meanings. Students may require assistance to use context,
or texts may need to be written to aid the acquisition of vocabulary.

McDanie! and Pressley (1989) compared another specific instructional
method, the keyword method, with the incidental acquisition of vocabulary.
Seventy-five university students participated in the study, randomly assigned to the
keyword, semantic context or control conditions. At the beginning of all sessions the
students were presented with 45 vocabulary werds and given 30 seconds to study
each word's meaning. Students in the keyword condition were taught to learn a
keyword similar to that of the target word, then to form a visual image that linked
the meanings of both words. Semantic context group students were provided with a
paragraph containing the target word at least twice, followed by its dictionary

definition. Control group students were simply asked to match the target words with
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their dictionary definition. The keyword method was significantly more effective than
the two remaining conditions with regard to text comprehension and recall of
vocabulary meanings. These findings suggest that instruction involving definitions is
just as, if not more effective than instruction also utilising contextual information.
Therefore, in order to enhance vocabulary acquisition, methods employing
definitions may need to be the major component of vocabulary instruction.

Learning words from context may be the most obvious method of increasing
vocabulary significantly, but students are often unable to use context clues
effectively to acquire vocabulary. Studies indicate that students may require
instruction and practice at using contextual clues to infer word meanings.
Consequently, other methods of instruction have appeared to be more beneficial
within many investigations. For this reason, researchers have also begun to examine
the consequences of instruction in assisting the utilisation of context clues to
determine the meanings of unknown words,

One of the first studies to determine the effects of the use of context
strategies upon Grade 5 students' reading comprehension, vocabulary-in-context
and context comprehension revealed that context clue instruction can be effective
{Hafner, 1965). Seventy-five students from three intact classes participated in the
study. Two classes acted as control groups, one as an experimental group.
Experimental group students were taught to use contextual strategies such as
contrast, explanatory words and phrases, and inference to work out the meanings of

unknown words and to comprehend text. Control group students continued with
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their regular language instruction. Twelve sessions occurred over a period of four
weeks, each session 35 minutes in length. Comparisons between the experimental
group and each contro! group ir.dicated that the intervention condition produced
significantly better results on the reading compiehension measure than the control
condition. This result suggests that students can be taught to use context clues
more effectively, and that teaching students to use context clues may not
necessarily improve reading comprehension by first improving vocabulary
acquisition.

These findings were not supported in a later study by Carnine, Kameenui and
Coyle (1984). in one treatment students were taught a rule (e.g., "When there's a
hard word in a sentence, look for other words that tell you more about that word"),
and given systematic practice, including corrective feedback, to apply the rule to
learning words from context. In the second treatment students received the same
amount of practice and corrective feedback, without the assistance of the rule.
Control group students received no instruction. Students received their instruction
individually for three sessions. Both conditions were more effective than no
intervention, while no significant differences were apparent between the two
intervention conditions. These findings suggest that, rather than teaching a rule or
strategy, practice may be the major component in facilitating effective learning from
context.

Jenkins, Matlock and Slocum (1989} compared the specific teaching of

individual word meanings with deriving meanings from context using the SCANR
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On the last day of our vacation, Aunt Liz took us to the movies. It was a nice
thing for her to do, but we didn't have a very good time, That's because Aunt
Liz always talks during the movies. She's a nice person, but she’s so
climmery it drives us crazy. The next time she wants to take us somewhere,
| hope it's not the movies.

Climmery means

(a} talkative
(b) crazy

{c) enthusiastic
(d} nice

The doctors told Jill's parents that she had to have an operation immediately.
At first, they wouldn't agree. They thought that the chances of brain damage
from the operation were too great. But, two days later they remorned. It had
become clear to them that Jill would die without the operation.

Remorned means

{a) disagreed

(b} gave up

{c) felt sad

(d) changed their mind

Once Jill asked Frank if he would go to a musical concert with her. She
figured he wouldn't want to because the tickets cost $20 each. But she
asked him anyway, pointing out that the musicians were all bristimos and it
would be well worth $20 to hear them play. To Jill's surprise Frank agreed to
go. He was glad he did. The musicians all played beautifully.

Bristimo means

{a) peopte who play an instrument well
(b} people who are talented dancers
{c) people who fix musical instruments
(d) people who go to music concerts
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| like living in an apartment building because you never get lonely. You can't
be zafte when there are lots of different people to meet. The little old lady
downstairs is very sweet. She invites me down for tea and cockies every now
and then, Mr Brown across the hall takes me to school and brings in the mail
sometimes, and the lady next door brings her baby to see me on weekends.

Zafte means

(a) afraid
(b} lonely
(¢) hungry
(d) bored

What | like best about my friends is that they are all so birgote. it makes
things interesting. Some of my friends are very quiet and shy. They enjoy
reading, playing chess and going to movies. The kind of parties they fike are
the small ones with no more than five people. | have other friends that are
wild, crazy and loud. They like big parties and going to hear bands play.

Birgote means

(a) different
(b} nice

(c} interesting
(d) shy



